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t doesn’'t seemlogical for askilled swimmer
to drown during aroutinedive or while
swimming underwater, but that danger becamea
reality. Three Sailorswho werevictimsof shal-
low-water blackout drowned during training
sessions.

Shallow-water blackout isaresult of hyper-
ventilating or taking aseriesof short bresths
before going underwater. The U.S Navy Diving
Manual, however, prohibitsthistechnique.

Oneof thevictims, achief petty officer, wasa
skilled swimmer who died whileaonein abase
pool. Friends said he practiced breath-holding to
extend the amount of time he could stay sub-
merged. Inthis case, when he had aproblem,
therewas no one at the pool to assist him.

Aerobicactivity istheonly safeway to
increase endurance. The Navy isconcerned
enough about shallow-water blackout that
commanders have been directed to inform
personnel about this danger and to post warnings
insvimming arees.

According to Capt. John Murray, MC,
Bureau of Medicineand Surgery, Washington,
D.C., taking afew short breaths before going
underwater isanatural thing to do. Hesaid that
most peoplewho go snorkeling or swimming feel
more comfortableif they take a seriesof breaths
beforegoing under.

“1t’'smore of apassed on or learned [behav-
ior],” said Murray. “What’snot passed onisthe
danger.”

The danger beginswhen aswimmer takesa
seriesof breaths before going underwater,
thereby decreasing or eliminating the amount of
carbon dioxidein the blood stream. Carbon
dioxide suppliesthebody’sprimary urgetoinhae
whilebreathing. Taking aseriesof breathsexpels
the carbon dioxide, allowing the swimmer to stay
underwater longer beforefeeling aneedto
breathe.

Whilediving, thelevelsof carbon dioxideand
oxygen levelsincrease asthe depth of thedive
increases. Asthe carbon dioxide buildsup, the
diver feelsaneed to breathe and headsto the
surface. Thelevel of carbon dioxide decreases
asthediver headsto the surface, whilethe
already burned off oxygen supply fallsrapidly,
causing the diver to become unconsciousand
possibly drown.

Murray stressed that people who make
breath-hold divesor who go snorkeling usually
can hold their breath |ong enough to accomplish
their goals. Thosewho aren't effectivedivers,
however, should use the appropriate underwater-
breathing equipment.

“It'salwaystragic to loseyoung, active-duty
personnel,” said Murray. “Theseweretop
individuaswho pushed themsdlvespast their limit.”




